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   1


	

	Upon regaining the ability to move, the first thing Princess uttered, with unrestrained fury, was, “What did you do?” Her voice cracked with outrage as she surged to her feet, her gaze darting toward the corner where I had laid Laurice’s lifeless body, still warm to the touch. “Dubart, what the fuck did you do!?” she cried, advancing with wrathful purpose. “Did you kill her for her soul? Answer me!” Her accusatory finger thrust toward the corpse, her steps quickening with menacing resolve.

	


	

	I struggled to compose myself, still reeling from the harrowing exertions of the ritual and the events that had unfolded. “I realize how feeble this will sound,” I began, breathless, “but I am nearly certain that this was her idea from the start.”

	


	

	“Oh, really? Was it also her idea to be nearly blown in half with… whatever you did to her!?” she snapped, incredulity dripping from her every word. “Don’t you think I can see that a war was fought in this very room!? You have always been at each other’s necks!”

	


	

	Her mistrust took me by surprise. For all outward appearances, Laurice and I had maintained the semblance of cordial relations. It was true that, beneath that veneer of civility, I had long resented her manipulative ways, her tireless imposition of her will over mine. On several occasions, she had obstructed my plans, ever maneuvering to gain the upper hand. And in the end, during our final encounter, she had once again prevailed.

	


	

	It was Laurice who had summoned me to Castle Draggaz. Whether she had intended her own sacrifice from the outset or only made the fateful decision after hearing Princess’s bleak prognosis, I could not say. Had I interrogated her true self—the self behind the mirror—further, perhaps I might have unearthed her intentions.

	


	

	Ultimately, the fault lay squarely upon me. I was the one who had brought the Ritual of the Transcendent Soul back into this world. Ever since my soul had mistakenly fused with Princess’s body, warping and degrading both our essences, any calamity that followed was, necessarily, of my own making as well. Ah, the folly of ignorance! If I had known then what I knew now, that ritual would never have been necessary.

	


	

	I sought to convey some form of excuse, though it felt pitiful to even try. “Laurice could have killed me,” I admitted, “but she did not. Instead, she forced me into a position where I had no choice but to end her life.” The marks upon her body and her final words—those were telling signs.

	


	

	“Don’t lie to me!” Princess shrieked, her voice cracking as rage and fear bled together. “Don’t you dare try to shift the blame! We both know Laurice had no moral concerns about anything. If she really wanted to force you, she would have…” Her voice faltered, cracking under the weight of her next thought. “She would have just… killed babies and brought the bodies. That’s what she was like. It makes no sense for Laurice to sacrifice herself! Dubart, what have you done? You… you’ve killed me!”

	


	

	Imprinting a soul into Princess—she believed—would irrevocably alter her identity. One method I had once proposed, in a shameful attempt to circumvent such changes, was the use of infants’ souls, their personalities still nascent and unformed. Merely suggesting such a thing had driven a deep wedge between me and the de Irchard sisters. Now, Princess thought herself locked in an internal struggle with Laurice’s essence, a conflict neither could survive unscathed.  

	


	

	“I do not pretend to grasp the full measure of her intent,” I confessed. “But there is a reason she chose herself, Princess. Braidors lack identity—no true sense of self or permanence. Though you will soon experience fragments of Laurice’s memories, they shall not overwhelm you as deeply as you fear. I performed the Ritual of the Shadow Self to confirm this. Her soul was no different from a child’s.”

	


	

	Princess crumpled under the weight of the piling emotions, her knees giving out as she collapsed into a corner. She clutched her head with both hands, shaking it violently, her voice devolving into anguished groans and mutterings.  

	


	

	“How could you do this to her? How could you do this to me!?” she shrilled. “Don’t you understand? If I go to sleep, Laurice will… invade me! Dubart, I am going to stop existing!”

	


	

	She had witnessed firsthand how I had usurped my cousin’s body. Arkin—a treacherous scoundrel who had once schemed with my sister to orchestrate our downfall—once dwelled partially within me. My own soul, fragmented and incomplete, had devoured Arkin’s essence to secure my present form. Though I retained the conviction that I was and had always been Dubart Cafligen, the struggle to absorb him had led to prolonged bouts of identity crisis, particularly during sleep, when my mind was most vulnerable. Princess’s predicament was far worse—her soul, left to wither for nearly a year, teetered on the brink of collapse, to the point she could hardly sustain her vital functions.

	


	

	“Listen to me!” I implored, though I dared not step too close. “It shall not happen to you! I swear it!”

	


	

	I drew slowly forward, extending my hand cautiously, as though attempting to placate a wild beast. In my other hand, I held her discarded garments, offering them back as a gesture of conciliation. But before my fingers could graze her shoulder, she slapped my hand away, her eyes seething with contempt. Snatching her clothes from my grasp, she kicked me aside and retreated to a far corner of the room, seeking some semblance of privacy to dress herself once more. She made no effort to cleanse the crimson markings I had inscribed across her skin, as though the stain no longer mattered.

	


	

	“No… so soon?” I muttered under my breath, a grim thought gripping my heart. Had I misjudged the situation after all?

	


	

	The manner in which she pushed me—using a perfectly executed frontal kick—unsettled me deeply. It was a maneuver honed by warriors, meant to create distance between combatants. The development was eerily familiar, for fighting reflexes had been one of the earliest signs that Arkin’s soul had begun to manifest within me.

	


	

	Yet they had not emerged nearly as quickly as this.

	


	❀


	

	I didn’t know what to believe anymore! Why would Dubart do this? He was the one who told me that if he put a soul in me, they’d mess with who I am, and it would be worse than death! I would become someone else. Was he going mad? I couldn’t move back then, but I heard him unlock the door to my room and use his Artalar on Fermina, making her go to sleep. That was when I knew something was wrong. Dubart was supposed to be in love with her! He would never attack her.

	


	

	I could hardly recognize him from before. Was this even Dubart? When he left to go to Irvina, he was, well… a kid! He had Arkin’s hatable mug, only that he didn’t smirk like an idiot or stretch his neck so he could look down on people. Now? It was like… an older, much taller, much burlier guy who came out of nowhere. He had that horrible scar on his chest, and his hair… that was it! The white tuft on his forehead was more prominent than before! Ah, my Ivinis and Illumar; I knew it! Dubart was going insane! It was that damned theurgy.

	


	

	There had been a fight in his room. It was a mess. Was it Laurice or Dubart who attacked first? It was hard to know with those two. By the Holy Widow… Laurice was dead! Why was this happening? Or was she!? Would I become her!?

	


	

	“…thus, I have reason to believe this shall prove harmless; yet, an examination would put our fears to rest, would it not, Princess?”

	


	

	Dubart had been saying something. I had zoned out. I often did that during his lectures. That man could not shut up. Always overthinking, always with his crazy ideas. At least that had not changed.

	


	

	“Dubart, I need ink and paper!” I didn’t care what he was talking about. I had an idea!

	


	

	“Whatever for, Princess?”

	


	

	“To write, idiot! I need to… I need to write how I feel, how I am, how I act, how I think! If… if I read that tomorrow and can’t even recognize it, t-then… you’ve killed me!”

	


	

	I meant to make him feel bad. To make an accusation. He didn’t even flinch. Even in tense moments, he always sounded so calm. It drove me crazy when he did that!

	


	

	“Well reasoned, Princess,” he said and went to a drawer… what was left of it. “This will allow us to monitor any possible changes. But I must reiterate, this shall have no adverse effect on your psyche.” He put up a chair for me and readied the paper. I shoved him before I sat down. I was so mad at him! I thought he was my friend! He had killed Laurice. He probably had killed me!

	


	

	I had to write to Fermina. And there was so much to tell to Riatna! If this was the last time I could be myself, I had to leave them something. I could not stop myself from crying; I was so scared! Dubart was making noise, rummaging and doing something behind me. I didn’t care what until he left the room. I… I didn’t want to be left alone! But I had my pride, too. There was no way to tell him I wanted him to stay, so just let him go and… crumbled on the desk, hiding my face between my arms. Why did this have to happen?

	


	⦽


	

	Princess’s disquiet was well-founded. Her concerns were not without merit, though fretting was fruitless, for we had already ventured too far down this dark path. Reversing the ritual would almost certainly be beyond our reach; all that remained was to trust my intuition—that my reading of Laurice’s reflection had not been mistaken.

	


	

	While Princess busied herself penning a letter to her future self, an account intended to chronicle any mental changes she might endure, I lifted Laurice’s lifeless form onto my shoulder. The body had to be disposed of swiftly. Laurice had become deeply enmeshed in the daily rhythms of Castle Draggaz, and her sudden disappearance would not escape notice.

	


	

	I carried her down to the dungeons, passing three guards along the way, whom I swiftly plunged into an unescapable slumber. The task ahead was one I would revisit in nightmares for years to come: the grim application of all that I had once studied about the treatment of corpses in Irvina.

	


	

	A woman I had spoken to not an hour earlier—a woman I had known for almost a year—was now nothing more than dead flesh in my hands. I drained her lifeblood, severed her limbs, stripped the flesh from her bones, and ground those bones into fine dust. The process was equally revolting, harrowing, and unspeakably sorrowful.

	


	

	This was no mere duel with Erurico Forcebs, that reckless fool. No—Laurice’s death would invite far graver consequences. Lord Chrisostumus would never pardon this loss. I knew that should he uncover the truth behind our confrontation, or worse, learn how Aufelia de Irchard’s condition had miraculously improved, he would not hesitate to fight me for the knowledge. In the unpredictable Count’s eyes, secrets held more value than lives. He would torture the sisters before me, and I would ultimately surrender. It was a stroke of fortune that he remained unaware of my presence altogether.

	


	❀


	

	I did not remember the last time I had been in control for so long. Because of the problem with my soul, I would stop moving all the time, and my sisters would have to carry me to my bed. But I couldn’t even be happy about being independent again. I was so anxious and scared! I wanted to scream. Being alone in Dubart’s destroyed room, writing what could be my last words as myself, had not done me any good.

	


	

	Speaking of the bastard, he came back just before dawn, carrying Fermina and being followed by Riatna. Everyone was already dressed; Fermina’s hair had even been brushed. Dubart had tied a trunk to his back, and Riatna had a bag and her smelly mutt hiding behind her. I didn’t need them to tell me what Dubart wanted us to do next. Riatna came running to hug me; she knew that I needed her. I cried on her shoulder.

	


	

	“It’s fine, it will be fine! Dubart told me everything!” she said. She was crying louder than I was. “You’re finally healed, but it cost us Laurice!” the poor thing wailed. I didn’t know what kind of self-serving thing Dubart had said to my sister, but I would be sure to set her straight. She needed to be ready for what could happen.

	


	

	“I have obligations that await me in Irvina, and without a braidor to serve as your bodyguard, I cannot in good conscience leave you both unattended. Princess… Aufelia, I must ask that you cleanse yourself, gather your belongings, and be prepared without delay. We must depart at once.”

	


	

	“Not with you, we’re not!” I let go of Riatna and faced him. I hated that I had to look up. “Put my sister down, you animal! Did you tell Riatna what you did!?” I grabbed her hand and pulled her away from him. “He… attacked Fermina with Artalar. He put her to sleep! So he could kidnap me to force Laurice’s soul inside of me! Riatna, because of this idiot, I don’t even know what will happen to me!”

	


	

	“I know,” Riatna admitted. “There was nothing he could have done. Laurice wanted this, and she always got her way. He had to act fast after she… forced Dubart to kill her. That’s why he put Fermina to sleep. But you will be fine! Dubart says that a braidor’s mind can’t take you over!”

	


	

	“And you believe him!? After all he’s done!?”

	


	

	“Princess, calm down.”

	


	

	“No, Dubart, I’m not going to calm down!” I yelled at him. If guards or anyone heard and came, so much the better. “We’re not going anywhere with you! If you want me out of the castle, you’ll have to put me to sleep and drag me out yourself! And, Dubart, I don’t think you can. I don’t think you can carry both me and Fermina out the door and not be seen.”

	


	

	He put Fermina on his bed and came back. He was slow and pensive. I was scared that he was actually going to, that he would use his Artan Legacy on me. And I couldn’t do anything about it. Dubart was a maverick, a magian apostate. He had power over the rest of us.

	


	

	“The day will come when I must reckon with the weight of my transgressions; that much is inevitable,” he said instead, bowing. “I shall strive to make amends for the grief and anguish I have inflicted upon you, futile though it may seem to repair such a staggering debt. And yet, in the meantime, I must impose upon you once more with further unjust demands. None knows of my flaws as intimately as you do, having shared in my thoughts and mind. None stands as a better judge. Tell me, Princess—do you truly believe I would ever place you in peril knowingly? I am fully aware that I have failed you in the past. But if not my competence, could you at least place some faith in the sincerity of my intent?”

	


	

	He went quiet. The loudest thing in the room was me, breathing so hard. I was still so furious. Huffing and puffing, with no idea what to do. I looked at Riatna; she seemed to trust Dubart. Then at Fermina, unconscious on the bed. Then at the corner where I had seen Laurice dead and mauled by who-knows-what powers. I couldn’t make up my mind.

	


	

	I tried to think back. We had known each other for half our lives. Dubart was a notorious pervert. When we shared a mind, he made me have feelings for other women, and that still happened sometimes; it was all his fault. One day, he decided he wouldn’t respect my body anymore and went on to bathe with Riatna, pretending he was me. He couldn’t stand to be wrong; even when he was, he would make up stories about how he had always been on the right track. And the bastard could be so selfish, trying to convince people that doing what he wanted was actually the best for everyone. Two winters ago, he called me a harlot, and I hadn’t forgiven him. Or for making me run naked through the streets that one time!

	


	

	But he was also my friend. Whenever I asked for help, even bedridden and weak, he would stop his studies, try so hard to stand up with his cane and peg leg, walk to his alchemy table, and brew cures or whatever we asked. He never told on me, no matter how many times I hit him or insulted him. The poor wretch liked to make gifts for us. I knew that he was willing to die for me or any of my sisters; he was a pompous prick, yes, but not an evil man.

	


	

	But this was different! He had killed a… a friend? What was Laurice to me? She was scary; I never knew what she was thinking or understood why she did what she did. It was only thanks to her that I was alive, I knew that much. And she was gone. Had Dubart been telling the truth? Had she really…?

	


	

	“Ah, c-crap!” I cursed and held my head. Another stupid headache!

	


	

	“Princess! Are you alright?”

	


	

	“Aufelia! T-try sitting down!”

	


	

	Dying, I was dying. I was in Master Kyolhan’s study, and we were attacked. They said that they came to arrest us. Sufferer Crescelda brought Lady Gerdanina’s Storm Guard. Valdi killed one of them, but the rest of us stood no chance. I had my stomach pierced and knew it was time for me to lay my life down, but the Master’s son gave me an order, “Run! Keep them safe! Get them out of here!”

	


	

	I knew who ‘them’ were. I did what I could, but the bleeding did not stop. Somehow, I managed to open a path for Master Dubart and his adoptive sisters to escape; it was such a blur, I was so lightheaded. Then, I was awake at… where was I?

	


	

	Someone healed me, but they didn’t! The pain… it was so much! Master Dubart stopped the bleeding but not the pain. I bore through with it, but it was a lie. Blood every time I went to relieve myself, constant vomiting, burning cramps at all times, malnutrition no matter what I ate… it was hard to hide it.

	


	

	“She… was dying,” I whimpered. I was now sitting down. When was I taken to a chair? I tried to get up but couldn’t.

	


	

	“Who? What are you talking about? Who was dying?” Mistress Riatna said. No, not Mistress Riatna, just Riatna… my sister.

	


	

	“Laurice,” I stared right at Dubart. I was so confused. “You never healed her right. You botched her surgery, and no one ever noticed! She treated herself, but she couldn’t ask for help because that would make her too vulnerable. She held on for as long as she could, but… she was… dying.”

	


	

	“Princess, did you just experience Laurice’s memories—while fully awake?” Dubart asked; he was worried. His raised and crunched eyebrows, his panicked voice, how he took a hesitant step… he cared. I wanted to believe that so hard. He held my shoulders, and I could only nod to his question.

	


	⦽


	

	I was acutely aware that my decisions had been made in undue haste, bound to provoke disorder and invite suspicion. Yet, through a fortunate combination of timing and words deftly chosen, I managed to persuade Princess that I was not her adversary, though this success unveiled an unforeseen complication: she had developed the startling ability to recall experiences wholly foreign to her own.

	


	

	In my own case, when I had ‘devoured’ Arkin, these memories had surfaced passively, unbidden. I had not sought to unravel the boy’s motivations or understand his choices—there had been no reason to do so. But Princess, beset as she was by relentless doubt and surges of anxiety, could consciously reach inward, plumbing the depths of Laurice’s memories to find the answers that eluded her. She could articulate events I had not yet considered, recount conversations in which she had never participated, and expose schemes I had never known existed. At times, she even addressed me as ‘Master’ Dubart in moments of inadvertent recollection. Yet her most harrowing ordeal was a sudden dissolution of her identity; at unpredictable intervals, she would forget herself entirely, only to regain her sense of self without warning, leaving her disoriented and afraid.

	


	

	It was for this reason that I implored her to remain calm and refrain from summoning those memories unnecessarily. Although I had repeatedly assured the sisters that the mind of a braidor was akin to that of a child, I was beginning to question this presumption. A fostered lack of personality could not be equivalent to not having formed one yet.  Whether it would prove a decisive factor or be entirely inconsequential, I could not say. I only prayed that Laurice’s memories would come to Princess slowly, tempering the inexorable process she now faced.

	


	

	The price of my own success had become evident: in refining the Sigil of Forceful Slumber, I had rendered Fermina impervious to any external attempt to rouse her. The hexerei had to run its course, and there was no other recourse but to carry her upon my back, as I had resigned myself to do. Though Princess harbored lingering mistrust toward me, she conceded that Lord Chrisostumus was volatile and unreliable, making it perilous to remain under his care.

	


	

	I resolved to use the Count’s own invention, the Sigil of Lightness, to negate the burdens of our collective weight. By its virtue, we would descend the eastern wall. Initially, I had intended to make three separate trips—one for each sister—but to my surprise, only the unconscious Fermina required any assistance beyond the application of the sigil.

	


	

	Rascal, contrary to all expectations, demonstrated an agility far beyond what we had credited her with. She leapt down the stone walls with remarkable dexterity, gliding between towers, her dress billowing in the wind. Yet, for all her undeniable skill, she moved with the grace of a porcupine awkwardly muddling through hash terrain. Princess, by contrast, executed precise, calculated leaps, as though applying scientific rigor to each movement, despite her long absence from physical activity.

	


	

	My own role was reduced to floating gently to the ground, bearing Fermina, our baggage, and Rascal’s dog.

	


	

	The first light of dawn crept over the horizon just as we slipped into the city of Traincine, eluding the sun’s scrutiny by a narrow margin. With so many guards either asleep or incapacitated by my influence, the connection between their failure and the disappearance of three guests—along with the Count’s chief advisor—would be too obvious. The blame would surely fall upon a magian, and I would not escape suspicion.

	


	

	Once outside the castle walls, we felt a semblance of relief. Traincine was vast enough to offer respectable lodgings, and we were in dire need of refuge. A quiet place to reflect and converse in private was imperative—for our sanity, if nothing else.

	


	

	“If I am to be honest, all your reasonings only sound like excuses to me, Dubart,” Fermina censured, hardly concealing her growing distaste. “You have disappointed me.” I could not bring myself to meet her gaze. The three sisters sat together around a circular tea table, partaking of it for its intended purpose. I stood a short distance away, staring out the window at the city as it stirred to life. “Dubart, you must know we have no choice but to trust you. We depend on you. That comes with responsibilities you can’t escape. Defending yourself from Laurice is one thing, but if after what you did, something happens to Aufelia, I… I will never be able to forgive you.”

	


	

	Below, I observed a man pulling a cart laden with fresh produce toward the market. A light drizzle dampened the streets, imbuing the air with a pleasant, earthy scent. The townsfolk moved about undisturbed by the rain, accustomed to the mild winters of Valtin, where snow was a rarity.

	


	

	“Dubart?” Rascal called, sensing my silence linger longer than it should. But what answer could I possibly give? This was no question—it was a declaration.

	


	

	“I know,” I murmured at last.

	


	

	No one spoke further. A brief pause lengthened into an uncomfortable, oppressive silence, broken only by the patter of rain upon the windowpane and the faint sound of tea being sipped from fine porcelain cups. Though accommodations were princely and equally costly, I dared not provide the sisters with anything less. Fate had dealt them a hand too cruel to bear; the least I could offer them was a fleeting respite in comfort, however meager a solace it might be.

	


	

	“What will we do now? Where will we go?” Rascal inquired, her blessed disregard for social conventions shattering the awkward silence. I offered her a silent but profound gratitude. Her question bestowed upon us a new and welcome topic to address.  

	


	

	“Irvina,” I declared. “I must return. I am soon to be wed.”

	


	

	Princess spluttered, choking on her tea. “What!? When? When did this happen!?”

	


	

	“More precisely, Efumir of Caran is to marry,” I clarified. “The matter is somewhat complicated. Though I corresponded with Laurice when I had the opportunity, I am uncertain what she conveyed to you and what she withheld. Allow me to elaborate.”

	


	

	“Efumir can’t get married! I’m his wife!” Rascal cried indignantly. “Peulagia is his wife! Didn’t we agree?”

	


	

	She referred, of course, to the absurd aliases we had adopted during our stay at Castle Draggaz. I was Efumir, Rascal was Peulagia, Fermina took the name Nobisha, and Princess styled herself as Primar. The sheer audacity of Rascal’s outrage—her fury over a betrayal of our whimsical pretenses—was so utterly absurd that it elicited a fleeting but genuine smirk from me. It was the first moment of levity I had experienced in days. Somehow, it gave me the fortitude to face them once more, emboldened by the faint hope that, if I proceeded with caution, all might yet be well.

	


	

	“I have entered into a pact with Lady Quitzel, the Baroness of Zacovich and the last of the Nejia line,” I explained. “The arrangement benefits us both. She is gravely ill and wishes to confer her name upon me before she perishes, so that it will not die with her. Zacovich, to my knowledge, lacks a castle, but I assure you that suitable accommodations await us. I have never been, but I am told the place is a sight to behold. You shall find a freedom there you have never known in these confines.”

	


	

	To lighten their spirits, I embellished the details of my bargain with Lady Quitzel, painting her lands as a veritable haven—ones that would not only shelter us from immediate threats but grant us the means to resolve all our predicaments. I spoke of the army I might one day command, of the power sufficient to secure ourselves and release my father from his protracted captivity.

	


	

	I detected the faintest glimmer of relief in Fermina’s eyes. Rascal, at first curious, grew visibly flustered when I mentioned my intention to sire children. Princess, meanwhile, regarded me with overt skepticism and could not resist interjecting. “But for all of that, we have to go to Irvina. Dubart, don’t you see how dangerous that is? It’s the Holy City of Ivinis! We’re going to be discovered for sure. How dumb would they have to be not to notice us? Lord Chrisostumus aside, who in Irghumin is going to see the youngest magian you’ve ever heard of accompanied by us three and not think, ‘That’s The Shadowspawn!’? All vanity aside, look at us, Dubart. Look at us and tell me we don’t stand out. We’re… gorgeous.”

	


	

	Rascal rolled her eyes. “Oh, yes. All vanity aside.”

	


	

	Fermina coughed in disapproval as well. It was, after all, a brazenly arrogant statement.

	


	

	“I have secured my reputation as Efumir of Caran, Princess,” I assured her, accentuating her fitting sobriquet, quietly pleased to see her indulge in familiar habits, as though we were once more in Highsummit Manor. “No one shall dare question my identity. Allow me to demonstrate. Endi-tamat.”

	


	

	I produced a rolled parchment that had never left my person. A controlled gust of air whisked it from my hand, setting it gently before Princess.

	


	

	“Showoff,” she muttered, though she wasted no time unbinding the scroll and poring over its contents. Several pages lay therein, and I ensured that each sister received at least one, filled with credentials and letters from various nobles attesting to my deeds. “Wait, that can’t be right,” Princess murmured, squinting at a particular passage, her lips moving silently as she read it again. “It says here that you fought and beat a war magian? An Eclipse!”

	


	

	“Whoa, really!?” Rascal cried, her excitement palpable. She attempted to wrest the document from Princess but failed miserably. Undeterred, she pressed her face beside Princess’s, eyes devouring the line in question. She minded not the harsh treatment of her neck. “Dubart! That’s incredible! W-what do you even need an army for, then?”

	


	

	The title of ‘Eclipse’ was no trivial distinction. Only seven magians across Irghumin were so honored. Despite the crown’s tireless search for skilled magians to harness and train for warfare, the number had always remained exceedingly low. To elevate a magian unworthy of the rank was folly, for an Eclipse was expected to be an adequate substitute for thousands of soldiers. The weight of such a title was immense. Even Rascal, with her limited grasp of the intricacies of the Artan Legacy, understood the gravity of defeating one. To accomplish such a feat implied that I was, in essence, invincible—which, of course, was far from the truth.

	


	

	“Lord Filadel’s words, while not false, are an egregious simplification,” I admitted, dispelling any illusions regarding my prowess. “The adversary we faced was a former Eclipse, long past his prime, grievously weakened, and bereft of his usual armaments. In truth, we confronted little more than a wounded, aging man—naked in both body and resources. And even so, it demanded great sacrifices. I say ‘we’ because it was not by my hand alone that Galian of Onsterd fell, but through the combined efforts of valiant companions, whose names deserve to be remembered.”

	


	❀


	

	It was not that it made me happy to see Dubart so sad, telling us about the friends he had made who were already dead, but it somehow… made me trust him more.

	


	

	Hearing him talk about a woman by the name of Serital or a teacher who taught him to swordfight made me realize that Dubart was not going insane. He sounded too human, too honest. Too… I don’t know, sorry. If he actually cared about people dying this much, it made me think he probably also cared about me. He wouldn’t have used me for a mad experiment or wouldn’t have given me Laurice’s soul on a whim, would he?

	


	

	Oh, and he was also a seddeveri now. A Cloud. From The Lord of Cripples to a master of the Path of Steel. I couldn’t help but be glad for him, even with all of what he had done.

	


	

	There was this question that I needed an answer to and forced him to tell me the truth. The trick was getting him to a place where Fermina or Riatna couldn’t hear.

	


	

	“Yes, Princess,” he revealed to me. “You are, regrettably, correct. I must reiterate—though the scenario you have described is improbable, it is not beyond the realm of possibility. I share your reservations, but I remain firmly convinced that you shall assimilate the soul I forced upon you to no ill effects.”

	


	

	“But you could be wrong!” I almost yelled. Dubart sounded scared, so he scared me, too!

	


	

	“I could speculate further, and in that case… no. There is little point in entertaining such morbid conjectures. It would do nothing but darken our spirits.” He held my shoulders and drew closer to me. I let him. “Princess, there is something I must confess.”

	


	

	“W-what is it!?” I almost didn’t want to hear it. I had a bad feeling.

	


	

	“I have faltered in my duties. As you well know, my original intent was to embark on a journey to better understand your condition, liberate my father from the clutches of Repubin’s forces, and cultivate abilities to serve both ends. Yet, instead, I allowed myself to be captured by a Holy Order—an order that would have executed me without hesitation, had they uncovered my true identity. I have failed you. I thought I had more time! I…”

	


	

	He couldn’t go on. It was like he thought all I had was today. He made me cry. “That’s it? What are you going to do, then? What is it you have planned!?”

	


	

	He let go. “For now, we shall rest. You deserve a day with your sisters. After that… I have matters that demand attention, but I shall speak of those in due time. I must assess your condition after this respite, and I believe I know the safest method to do so.”

	


	

	“And what do you think my chances are? Dubart, be honest with me!”

	


	

	“It is difficult to make a precise forecast, but if I must offer one… I would say that in eight or nine instances out of ten, you shall emerge unscathed. In one instance out of ten, you may endure symptoms akin to those I suffered—but I trust that you will persevere and triumph over them. And…” Dubart hesitated, his voice getting quieter. “Lastly, in perhaps one instance out of ten—or even less—it remains a remote possibility, yet a genuine one. You… you could be lost forever, Aufelia.”

	




   2


	

	During this well-earned respite, I resolved not to burden the sisters with trivial matters, such as the logistics of financing our journey. While in Laurice’s chamber within Castle Draggaz, I had discovered a purse laden with royal seals, cleverly stashed behind a loose stone in the ceiling—an ingenuity that would have eluded me entirely were it not for stormpulse. The woman had also accumulated a modest yet lavish wardrobe, filled with fine gowns suitable for any occasion, alongside a more expansive collection of inexpensive disguises, some of which I had witnessed her employ to great effect.

	


	

	As unseemly as it was, I inherited all her worldly possessions as her killer. These included sumptuous fabrics, jewels, and a small cache of weapons designed to be easily concealed. I had taken with me all that I could reasonably carry without abandoning my companions’ belongings or valuables. Certain items could be quickly converted into currency through discreet dealings in town, but much of it remained—a problem of practicality rather than scarcity. The gowns, being too distinctive, would inevitably arouse suspicion in prospective buyers, and I had yet to secure a suitable offer for most of the jewelry.

	


	

	Laurice, in her cunning, had anticipated that I might claim these spoils. Within the locked coffer that held brooches, earrings, and necklaces, I found a cryptic note, clearly intended for my eyes. The message was heavily encoded, far more intricate and obscure than the other ciphers I had encountered in her correspondence. Despite my efforts, I had deciphered only fragments—words here, phrases there—and the task promised to be a challenge. Embarrassingly, I had not even discovered the note until I inventoried the contents of the box to calculate their worth.

	


	

	The inability to immediately liquidate all assets did not present a significant inconvenience. By my estimates, we possessed funds amounting to nearly eight royal seals; money would not hinder our plans as I had initially feared. Thus, in addition to procuring standard supplies, I indulged in a few luxuries: scented soaps, perfumes, and cosmetics that would appeal to Princess, along with dried fruits for Rascal. These tokens served as both gifts and compensation, for our means of travel—a covered wagon—would leave much to be desired. It would offer little insulation, render us vulnerable to the elements, and allow onlookers a clear view of its passengers. Moreover, Cecille, sturdy though she was, could not pull the wagon alone; we would be accompanied by an older, less sprightly mare for the journey.

	


	

	With little else requiring my immediate attention, I deemed it best to grant Princess the day undisturbed, allowing her time with her sisters, free from the shadow of my presence. I had been reassured repeatedly that my appearance had altered sufficiently since our initial arrival at Castle Draggaz, diminishing the likelihood of recognition. Thus, I roamed the streets without fear. The marketplace remained the same teeming pandemonium I remembered—merchants and tenants shouting over one another in their pursuit of favorable bargains.

	


	

	Among the many familiar elements, I recognized a little barefoot girl who had once persuaded me to part with a copper coin under the pretense of hunger. Though snowfall had mercifully spared the streets, the chill in the air was far too biting for a child to endure in mere rags held together by string. She did not need to employ her ruse again; I approached her of my own accord, intending to offer charity, though this time, I would request something in return.

	


	

	“You may have an entire tremon, but in exchange, tell me a little about yourself. Why beg? The Church of Ivinis stands right there.”

	


	

	I had asked out of idle curiosity, yet her hesitation, even in the face of promised payment, piqued my suspicion. While shrewd for her age, she could not have been older than nine. Her answers, albeit reluctant and piecemeal, revealed enough. She was but one among several children exploited by a ruthless Master of street urchins. It seemed, then, that I might need to pay this man a visit.

	


	❀


	

	I didn’t know if it was that the sun was up, the change in environment, that I was wearing something that wasn’t a sleeping gown for the first time in months, the sweet but strong tea, or the luxurious room we were renting, but I was much calmer now. It also helped that I had finished writing my letters to Riatna and Fermina. I hid them in Dubart’s things, trusting he would know what to do with them if it came to that.

	


	

	There had also been lots of writing in my journal, as often as possible, every little thing that I could think of. It didn’t matter if it was vain or immoral or anything; this wasn’t the time to be embarrassed. Those thoughts were… mine. This was me, the good and the bad. Being honest was more important than looking good.

	


	

	Fermina had been praying in her corner. She was used to doing it alone by now. Riatna didn’t want to know anything about Ivinis, and I was always asleep. It was a little sad, in a way, seeing her muttering all by herself, asking the divine light of the Sun to heal me and keep me safe, but I also understood Riatna. Me? I wasn’t sure anymore. The Sun was up there, Ivinis very clearly existed, and she gave us life, yes, but had the Goddess really made the Sisters of Light her representatives on Irghumin and Ekidash? Were the rites they came up with true? It didn’t matter as much as what it meant for Fermina and Riatna, but I didn’t know if I should pray or not. I didn’t want to side with anyone; they had finally stopped fighting about it.

	


	

	I wanted us to do something together but didn’t know what. Fermina had her eyes closed and was singing quietly; Riatna was playing with her damned dog. I hated that thing! It would climb on my bed and lick my face all the time. And I couldn’t do anything about it! Instead of showing it useless tricks, she should have been teaching the mutt to behave.

	


	

	Why couldn’t Dubart have sent a cat instead? I had always wanted one, but if a single hair of one got inside Highsummit Manor, poor delicate Master would be full of blisters and sneezing up a storm before you could end up singing the first line of ‘Over the River’.

	


	

	“Bow! Greg, bow!” Riatna was trying to make her smelly pet relax his frontal paws and lower his head. The dog thought it was some type of game and wagged his tail, wrestling the hand. “No! Greg, you have to bow! Like a gentleman!”

	


	

	“You’ll never make him learn it like that,” I had to give her advice; she was doing it all wrong. I went to the dog. “Let go. Let me show you. Greg. Greg, here.” The dog knew his name and sat on the floor to look at me, expectant. “It’s paying attention. Bow. Bow. Bow,” I repeated the order slowly and clearly, then gently moved the dog’s limbs the way Riatna wanted him to. “Good! Good!” I didn’t feel like doing it, but I petted the dog and had him turn over, rubbing his belly. “Again. Greg, Bow.”

	


	

	“He’s not getting it. You’re making him do it,” Riatna noticed.

	


	

	“Only while he learns. After a few tries, he’ll recognize the order and associate it with something positive—the pets and congratulations. This is called ‘positive reinforcement’. It works on people, too. Dogs are easy, but if you figure out the motivations of someone, you can eventually have them do anything.”

	


	

	Riatna went silent. I turned to see her crossing her arms and clicking her tongue. “You don’t sound like yourself,” she said. “Is it that thing again?”

	


	

	She sounded like she was nagging me, like I had done something bad. “I’m not doing it on purpose.”

	


	

	“You can’t think about stuff you don’t know about too much, or you’ll turn into Laurice!” she lectured me, not understanding.

	


	

	“What does that even mean?” I stopped petting her dog and sank my hands into the water bowl we had near the window. “How can I know what not to think about? Do you think I have a list? Do you even know how this works? I just saw you trying to train your dog, and I somehow knew you were being stupid. Maybe it’s you who should stop doing things that could make me think about things I don’t know about.” I finished washing my hands and dried them.

	


	

	“Aufelia, don’t be unfair to Riatna.” Fermina was done with her prayer and nagged me, too. “She was trying to help. And it is good advice; why don’t you try to keep yourself busy doing something familiar?”

	


	

	“Yes! What do you want to do?” Riatna chimed in, excited. “We haven’t been able to spend time with you for so long! Dubart brought a lot of clothes in that trunk.” She pointed at it. “Want to play dress-up?”

	


	

	“Riatna, no. Shh!” Fermina shushed her quietly, pulling her apart. They started whispering. “Some of those clothes were Laurice’s…”

	


	

	“Ah, right!” They exchanged a complicit look and nodded, like I wasn’t in front of them, listening. No, it wasn’t that. I couldn’t hear them, but I knew what they were saying.

	


	

	“So… I can read lips now,” I noticed. “Ugh! What’s the point? Every little thing I see reminds me of random stuff I had never thought about!” I closed my eyes and slumped over the bed. “And I can’t even sleep, or I’ll start having dreams, and it’ll be even worse!”

	


	

	“I still can’t believe Dubart would do this to you…” Fermina said, trying to sound sad, but I knew it was an act. She was a little glad that her views were being validated. She had not liked Dubart for a while now.

	


	

	“He could not help it. He never stood a chance,” I revealed, relieved the plan had worked. “His little sense of chivalry and honor, how seriously he takes his perceived duties, and how badly he fears to lose us. It’s like I said, everyone has the right motivation they respond to. All he needed was a little shove, and I had him dancing on the palm of my…”

	


	

	I covered my mouth, surprised by what I had said. I pushed my hands to my ears and started singing and making random noises. I didn’t want to think of anything. Fermina and Riatna also noticed and came closer to comfort me. I couldn’t hear them or see them, but I could tell their movements because of my stormpulse.

	


	❀


	

	My diary still made perfect sense.

	


	

	It was pretty dark before we saw Dubart again. He looked like he needed to hear it, so when he asked, I lied and said that spending the day with Fermina and Riatna was the most fun I’ve had in the whole year; it made him so happy. He brought some alchemy ingredients, and I helped him prepare a potion.

	


	

	I had been learning alchemy, but that was before the whole problem with my soul happened, so I was a little out of practice. Laurice knew a lot about potions, which now I guessed meant I knew a lot about potions. It would still be a while before I could give Dubart any lessons. With what I knew now, I could appreciate what a master of his craft he was. It wasn’t how he minced the mint leaves so evenly or how he pulled the ephedra out of the fire like he had an hourglass inside his head; it was more how he didn’t follow a recipe. He mixed and matched concepts, improvising what we would need out of the blue, and he made it taste amazing! He made a bottle we could share through the night.

	


	

	“Are you sure I can’t have even a little cup? A tiny one? Just to taste it?” asked us Riatna, trying to look all innocent with a finger touching her lips. “It smells so good…”

	


	

	“I fear it would render you utterly incapable of falling asleep should you indulge in it,” Dubart denied her again. “However, I assure you that a small surprise shall await you in the morning.” He ruffled her hair; it made Fermina behind him stare daggers at his back. Riatna’s tawny hair was a curly mess; it was hard to keep it presentable. “It shall be a rather uneventful night for your sister and me, in any case.”

	


	

	Dubart said he got most of his memories from Arkin in the form of dreams. So, to make the process slower and easier, it would make sense not to have them. Skipping a night or two should be fine. It was only dangerous after six nights or so; ten would kill a man. How did I know this!? I knew that I knew it because Laurice knew it, but I only knew that Laurice knew it; I didn’t know how she knew it! It was probably better that way.

	


	

	Dubart wanted to be our steward and administrator, but we made a vote and decided Fermina would hang on to our money and choose how to use it. She said we had enough to rent two rooms instead of one. Dubart and I moved to the neighboring one, where we could keep a lamp lit and talk all night long without bothering anyone. Just a few sips of the tasty potion had us wide awake and a little on edge.

	


	

	There was a much bigger table in our new room, and Dubart didn’t take long to fill it with a bunch of papers. I was so used to watching him work on his answers that I even recognized some of the symbols by now. Artanical equations still looked like nonsense to me, like a bunch of drawings of circles and triangles and numbers and graphs and lines… I knew better than to ask him for an explanation. He would be happy to tell me all about it, for sure, but Dubart had a way with words when talking about Artalar. Potion or no, I would fall asleep faster than if he used his hexerei on me.

	


	

	I thought that would be all we’d do until morning. Him talking under his breath, scratching his head and chin, tapping the desk with his fingers, reading in his papers, scratching some stuff, writing some other, all while I read a book and kept the tea hot. I could think of worse ways to pull an all-nighter, but he broke the silence out of nowhere.

	


	

	“Princess… Aufelia. Do you… resent me?” he struggled to say. He had to spit every word. He didn’t look up from the table he had claimed.

	


	

	I let it simmer down, have his words float in the air, and let him keep working a little longer. Maybe worry a little.

	


	

	“I do, actually,” I finally said, and he nodded; he gripped his pen. “I still think you are a brute for how you forced me to make peace with Tirrha. I think betting my name to Lord Faringoth was also so stupid and immature. You misbehaved so much when you were in my body that Fermina and Riatna would be up by the time I’m done making a list. You were a pervert, so inconsiderate, and there are things that I hated to have to share with you. I’m still dealing with some of your feelings, you know that? Dubart, you’re an awful friend.”

	


	

	“I find your opinion both understandable and fair.” He pretended to stay busy with his equations, but my words affected him. He had slowed down.

	


	

	“But that’s all I blame you for,” I continued. “I know everything that happened. Better than you do, actually. It is a bit of your fault, but not really.”

	


	

	That made him stop outright. “Those are gracious sentiments, but I beg you not to offer platitudes merely to spare my pride. I ask for nothing but candor.”

	


	

	“No, you ask nothing but whatever confirms what you already think,” I corrected him. I moved some of his papers so I could rest my elbows. “I don’t know what goes through your head exactly, but I know that you want to think that you’re a martyr, that everything’s your fault somehow. Let me tell you one thing, Dubart—the entire world doesn’t revolve around you! Did you know that? Bet you didn’t. There is so much happening, and most of it, you couldn’t help if you tried.”

	


	

	“Now I know you are being insincere.” He dared look up for the first time. “This is no exercise in solipsism, Princess. Can you, in earnest, claim that none of this is of my own making? Was it not I who sundered soul from body and took residence in yours? Was I not the architect of the weakening of your soul? Did I not foolishly spare Crescelda’s life? Who ended Laurice’s? And was it not by my hand that her soul now resides within you?”

	


	

	“I can’t answer you right now; I only have fragments here and there. I can’t make sense of it, but there are a lot of things you don’t know, Dubart. Much more was happening other than your rituals and research, which were not even your idea. And just so you know, I never blamed you for crapping yourself or all the things we had to do to care for you. In the same way, it was also not your fault that I picked up the gem with your soul, or that you didn’t know how to kill someone.”

	


	

	He lifted his eyebrows, the left one more than the right. I didn’t see him making this face a lot. “W-whatever do you mean my rituals and research were not truly my idea? The Ritual of the Transcendent Soul was the culmination of my life’s work! It laid the foundation for my entire knowledge of arcana!” He was stuttering sometimes.

	


	

	I held my head again. “I’ll tell you all about it when I can make sense of it. Maybe… maybe I’m wrong, but-”

	


	

	“No,” he interrupted, standing up and placing a hand between us. “Remember—actively strive to avoid addressing matters that might reveal knowledge you do not yet possess. While the process may be inevitable, the slower it unfolds, the better. Now, let us press on.”

	


	

	“Yeah, let’s. I’m tired of this already,” I pulled my chair back and put Dubart’s papers where I found them. I tried to go back to my potion-tea and book but couldn’t. I kept thinking more and more about what I had just said, and the harder I tried to ignore it, the more difficult it felt. I had to keep talking, or I could go insane. “So… did you do anything today?”

	


	

	“I made the necessary arrangements for tomorrow’s journey,” he answered, but he had gone back to writing. “Though not luxurious, the provisions shall permit travel in relative comfort. I also confronted a despicable pair who exploited children, forcing them to beg barefoot in this frigid weather to evoke sympathy. It is the duty of adults to labor on behalf of the young, not the other way around. I ensured that such would be the case henceforth.” He sounded pretty proud of himself.

	


	

	“So, you manipulated some people who were doing bad things. With the Artan Legacy, I mean.”

	


	

	“It occupied my idle hours,” he said with a shrug. “I weighed their circumstances with care before intervening. I am convinced the changes I instituted will serve their long-term benefit. After all, children raised with gratitude tend to care for their guardians in old age.”

	


	

	“So, you changed people’s lives on a whim because you were bored,” I kept on track, not letting him excuse it.

	


	

	“That I did. I am, after all, a magian apostate.” But he didn’t even try to apologize. He was sure he did a good thing. “It does, however, raise certain ethical quandaries—what, precisely, constitutes free will? Imagine, as a thought experiment, a city devoid of criminals, where the punishment for transgressors is not death or mutilation, but reformation. No dungeons, no gallows—only transformation into honorable citizens.”

	


	

	“You’re getting a bit too drunk on your power, if you ask me,” I said to him and tapped on the table so he would turn to look at me. I wanted him to see how serious I was. “Maybe you’re going mad. Is that how theurgists start showing it? Is it going to happen to me, too?” I showed him the tips of the right side of my hair. They were going white. “Maybe you should start writing a diary like me and see if you can recognize yourself after a year.”

	


	

	“Nonsense. My faculties remain entirely intact. I have even prepared a dye that matches your natural chestnut hue. We shall apply it in the morning. I have concealed my own hair well enough; there is no reason to believe your situation would be any different.”

	


	

	“That’s not the problem here, Dubart.” He made me sigh. We knew my hair would change color and had noticed a lot earlier in the day. I was using Laurice’s soul, and people started showing ‘the Dark Oath’ when they used souls other than their own. “Forget it.” He was hopeless when he got like this. “Say, hearing you talk about marriage with Lady Quitzel… it’s been making me think about the future.”

	


	

	“Contemplating matrimony for yourself, are you?” he asked me, and that made him stop writing again.

	


	

	“Yes, and don’t you dare laugh about it,” I warned him. If he made me spill my potion on his precious notes, it would be his own fault.

	


	

	“Hardly! Hardly!” he said but was still containing a chuckle, damn him. “Nevertheless, it pleases me to see you give the matter some thought. In time, when order is restored, and our lives regain their normal cadence, I imagine your chief concern shall be managing the attentions of countless suitors.”

	


	

	“Dubart, I am serious.”

	


	

	“And so am I.” He finally stopped making fun of me and cleared his throat. “I do believe you ought to have some say in the matter, though it lies beyond my control. Decisions regarding your marriage—and my own—rest with my Lord Father. I trust he will not disappoint.”

	


	

	“I’m not so sure. Do you remember that one time that Tirrha was almost married to that old fart? What was his name?”

	


	

	“That would be Lord Cosley, the Count of Ratian.” Dubart had a great memory for names. “Yes, I remember. He is not particularly advanced in age, is he, Princess? His fief is prosperous. Though I did not meet him in person, he struck me as a man worthy of respect.”

	


	

	“He was ancient! He’s about the age of your dad, and Tirrha was thirteen. Thank the Three Suns the marriage didn’t go through! Tirrha was so scared! She cried a lot. I don’t want that happening to me, which is why I’m asking. After we save The Steel Duke, he’s going to be grateful, right? And, Dubart, we cared for you for so many years; don’t you think we deserve something in return? Please?”

	


	

	“My entire fortune ought to suffice as an adequate compensation,” he reminded me, a little angry, and I had to blink at him guiltily. We had not cashed it in, so all of Dubart’s money as the Baron of Stratna was waiting for us in Highsummit Manor. “Even when the matter of my death is resolved, I have no intention of reclaiming it. That wealth is yours now, and so it shall remain.”

	


	

	“Work with me here! You don’t know how awful it sounds. It’s different for men. Your father would want grandchildren, or, I guess… grandnephews?” Dubart was now in Arkin’s body, after all. “Anyways, you’ll get married to a pretty young thing, and me? I’ll get sent away to the court of some old Baron or Count for politics or favors. Please.”

	


	

	I had never done this before, but I went around the table to Dubart and made puppy eyes at him, like Riatna did so often. He growled but agreed pretty quickly. “Ah, very well! If there is aught within my power, I shall endeavor to do it. What is it you desire?”

	


	

	I gave little skips of happiness. It made him smile. “First, ‘Efumir’ is going to marry Lady Quitzel, right?” I asked the leading question.

	


	

	“Right.” I held his hand and made him stop playing with his little equations; this was important. He let me, but it took some insisting. I made him turn his chair to face me.

	


	

	“And ‘Efumir’ will be a widower soon, right?” He nodded. “Lady Quitzel set it up so her children will inherit all her lands and titles, but that still makes you regent. You said so yourself. It will be at least thirteen years before her child grows up, and I was thinking that ‘Efumir’ could use that time to… marry Riatna.”

	


	

	“Princess, are you implying that I should wed Rascal?”

	


	

	“Yup! And if you lay a hand on her, I’ll stab you in the eye!” I half-joked. No, no use in lying. I was dead serious. “You said you’d fake your death later. If that’s the case, you can let Riatna be regent and raise Lady Quitzel’s children. As a regent, she could marry whoever she wanted before her time was up. She would have no worries for the rest of her life.” A voice inside me said, ‘And if Lady Quiztel’s spawn happens to die, so much the better’, but I ignored it.

	


	

	“It is not such a terrible notion,” Dubart admitted. “Once my legitimacy is restored, I could craft a new identity for Rascal. When Crescelda is deposed, we could unveil her true identity as Riatna de Irchard with minimal scandal. No matter the outcome, she could enjoy a comfortable existence in safety.” He put his hand to his chin and stood up. “Yes, yes, I quite like it.”

	


	

	“Good! Next, Fermina. Dubart, I know you have a thing for her, but… I just don’t see it happening. I’m sorry.”

	


	

	He took a pause with a dark, sad expression. “I am aware she would be utterly wretched in my company.” I let him go, and he walked to the window. He liked to look out of it. “It grieves me to admit, but Harton Monteriore seemed a commendable young man.”

	


	

	“I was thinking of him, too!” I was glad that his mind went there. “He’s young, a bit easy on the eyes, will be the Count of Nersal someday, and he was head over heels for Fermina the instant they met! Much better than her joining the Sisters of Light.”

	


	

	Dubart clenched. “Undoubtedly. Harton’s father and my own have an amicable relationship. A marriage between those two can easily be arranged with all parties agreeing. We should ask Fermina first, but the castle of the Monteriore is a nearly impregnable fortress comparable to Highsummit Manor itself. Yes, she would be safe there.”

	


	

	“That only leaves… me!” I pointed at my face with both hands; I knew he could see my reflection in his window.

	


	

	“Ah! An enviable prospect! Who might the fortunate bachelor be?” He rolled his eyes sarcastically, but he was kidding.

	


	

	“I was thinking that I would land myself a Duke! Who else would deserve Irgumin’s Prettiest Flower?”

	


	

	“Your beauty, it seems, is rivaled only by your ambition,” he almost laughed at the comment. “I assume you have your sights set on Bartolon Cefariu? He is younger than you, I suppose, which seems to be your principal concern. As Lord Chrisostumus’ liege, he would also grant you indirect authority over him.”

	


	

	“Oh, no. The big prize goes to the luckiest man in the land! How about I marry Dubart Cafligen?”

	


	

	Dubart had a spasm; I giggled at the face he was making. He turned around in a flash! He gave a step to me so fast that it could have been lightning. “Me? You intend to marry me!?” he asked like an idiot, pointing at his chest.

	


	

	“Why not? Your father already has two duchies; it’s not like he’s going to marry you off to get more territory. We both know already what to expect from the other, and what other woman in the entirety of Ekidash would be able to put up with you? You’re a theurgist, an apostate, probably an atheist, and a huge asshole.”

	


	

	“More pertinently,” he continued, “I would not presume to question or pass judgment upon the reasons my wife spends such ample time in Moonhaven Castle with Her Grace, Lady Duchess Lunatora,” he figured me out.

	


	

	“Yes. That, too.” I had to go back to my seat to sip my potion. I did not want him to see me blushing.

	


	⦽


	

	Throughout the night, I immersed myself in deciphering Laurice’s letter. Its contents offered no surprises; she had orchestrated her own demise from the beginning. Her constitution had long been in decline, and without the continued application of the Ritual of the Force of Earth and Youthful Vitality—uses of which she had concealed—her life would have ended much sooner. Lord Chrisostumus, having performed the ritual upon her, was fully aware of the limits imposed upon her time.

	


	

	Yet, I knew better than to commit the folly of admitting I had killed her, even if I were to present the absolving letter to the Count. He would inevitably uncover my ability to transfer souls—a knowledge too perilous to fall into his hands. Beyond that, should he discover that I had returned to his lands, he would deny me any chance of reuniting with Lady Quitzel. The Count, driven by his immediate desires, was not one for foresight.

	


	

	Thus, with the first light of dawn illuminating the horizon, we dressed ourselves as commoners and loaded our belongings into a modest wagon. I took the role of coachman. I insisted that all the sisters bathe thoroughly while they had the chance, for the journey ahead offered no certainty of such luxuries again.

	


	

	Our experiment of passing a sleepless night in conversation met with partial success. However, Princess still suffered occasional lapses of memory and brief assaults from intrusive thoughts, and I noted changes in her demeanor. She had become markedly more proactive and ambitious—offering one particularly audacious proposal I resolved to ignore for now. I attributed these shifts, in part, to the stimulant we were compelled to keep consuming, which was known to tamper with inhibitions.

	


	

	The road ahead would be unfamiliar, given that we were forced to chart a circuitous path southwestward. We needed to avoid the lands governed by my father and Tirrha, where the infamous reputation of The Shadowspawn persisted most fervently. Time pressed upon us, for I feared Lady Quitzel might suspect her fiance had fled after reaping the benefits of the zekidor’s treatment. Waiting for Mikael’s return was a luxury we could ill afford.

	


	

	Rascal, irrepressible as ever, wasted no time lifting our spirits. Before we had distanced ourselves a hundred paces from Traincine, she broke into song, her voice noticeably improved from what I remembered. Gregoran, as always, howled along in enthusiastic—if dissonant—harmony whenever Rascal reached a high note. She interspersed her singing with jokes and amusing tales, even reciting portions of a rather crude play I had written about an uncouth lumberjack. Princess could not help but laugh, though Fermina reproached her whenever the humor strayed too far into indecency. Rascal would offer cursory apologies only to carry on unabated, earning herself a well-deserved spanking at one point.

	


	

	The eastern roads of Irghumin were mercifully free from snow. While Traincine teemed with travelers, the presence of others thinned as we placed more leagues between the city and ourselves. Once we were certain no curious eyes lingered, I condoned the use of the Artan Legacy to keep us warm and comfortable. I remained enamored with the versatility of Red Incalescence, which allowed us to boil water in an instant, heat our clothes at will, and cook without need of fire—a boon while on the move.

	


	

	We made two unexpected stops along the way. Each time Gregoran caught scent or sound of some unseen creature, he would leap from the wagon and bolt in every direction, deaf to Rascal’s coaxing and Princess’s scolding. After retrieving him twice—wading through thickets, splashing through brooks, and shouting his name until my voice faltered—I decided I had indulged his mischief long enough. From then on, whenever he attempted another escape, I halted him mid-bound with a deserved dosage of Unbreakable Bond.

	


	

	Gregoran would not monopolize our attention, for another animal soon joined our posse. I could not believe my luck when we spotted it; it was on top of a mossy, broken, old oak. A red-bellied viper! Containing my excitement was a feat unto itself. With ropes, Princess and I managed to secure the beautiful specimen. Red-bellied viper venom had a multitude of alchemical uses, and it was a commodity not often seen in Valtin or any northern lands. Its properties allowed it to catalyze reactions with metals, generating both gas and heat. Moreover, when boiled with sugar, the venom produced the famed ‘red caramel’—one of the most potent adhesives known to man! Such a shame it had an abnormally low melting point.

	


	

	“Dubart, I swear to Ivinis! You throw that thing away right now!” Fermina’s shrill cry pierced the air the moment I returned, triumphantly holding the subdued viper within a sack. She leapt from the wagon and cowered behind the horses, trembling with fear. Princess would fabricate a wicker cage for it later.

	


	

	“You do not comprehend the rarity of this species!” I protested, attempting to present the viper for her inspection. My efforts were met only with further shrieks. “In Valtin, a living specimen of this sort would fetch its weight in gold! While I am uncertain of its exact value here, if we keep it fed and warm, the venom it yields would command the wealth of every apothecary across the realm.” I refrained from confessing that I had no intention of selling such a treasure. I intended to keep it.

	


	

	“Let’s call her ‘Goldy’!” Rascal suggested with unwarranted confidence, arbitrarily assigning the snake a gender. I lacked the knowledge to confirm or deny her claim, but the name sufficed.

	


	

	For the remainder of the day, I remained ever vigilant, scanning the landscape for another of Goldy’s kind. Alas, the creatures were diminutive, their stormpulse detectable only at close range, easily masked by the ambient energies of other fauna. As dusk painted the sky in hues of crimson, I conceded defeat—at least for the day.

	


	

	Our progress was slower than I would have liked, for Camille’s companion horse lacked the endurance to match the legendary stamina of an Entillian mare. We paused frequently to check the wagon wheels, allowing the sisters to stretch their legs and affording me the opportunity to hone my lightning—a duty I bore as the final student Lieutenant Justin Gradmore ever taught.

	


	

	Fermina’s observance of the hour for prayer marked the end of our day’s journey. The humble wagon was no place for noblewomen to sleep, and we used the last vestiges of sunlight to erect a tent. While camping rarely offered comfort, our resources had allowed me to procure three quality bedrolls earlier in Traincine. These were lined with fox fur, cushioned with wool, and reinforced with soft leather at their base. Rascal’s delighted murmurs over their coziness filled me with quiet satisfaction. For warmth, I employed the tried-and-true method of Red Incalescence, setting a cast iron cauldron filled with water over the fire—a simple yet effective heater.

	


	

	This night would be of particular importance. Princess would attempt to sleep, though only for a brief span, while I remained vigilant by her side, watching closely for any sign that she might succumb to the same memory-overwriting nightmares that had once plagued me. Those relentless intrusions had scarcely permitted me a single uninterrupted Imperial hour of rest, shattering any semblance of repose. Should Princess be similarly afflicted, we would abandon the endeavor altogether and resign ourselves to yet another sleepless night in each other’s company.

	


	

	My suspicion, however, leaned towards optimism—though tempered by caution. It seemed that, thus far, she had assimilated only a negligible fragment of Laurice’s memories, carefully preserving the integrity of her personality and identity throughout the ordeal. If this pattern held, we had little reason for alarm.

	


	❀


	

	There was not a lot of time to write in my diary; the rickety cart Dubart had gotten us made sure of that. Riatna kept trying to sneak peeks into the pages I held. What a pest! They were my innermost and most private of thoughts, and the only reason I was writing them down at all was that I needed to know who I was.

	


	

	She kept teasing me about the parts she read. It annoyed me but also made me a little glad that Riatna was treating me normally. Fermina was the opposite, like she thought any day could be my last; she was not wrong, but I didn’t need a constant reminder. The best thing I could do for my health was not think about it at all.

	


	

	Dubart was as happy as I had ever seen him. He was sure things would be alright, but it was mostly how he had found a snake he liked. I was the one who spotted it, warning everyone that it was venomous. I was also the one who made the trap to catch it and who taught Dubart how to help me make a little cage with dried sticks. I knew the snake could kill me with a bite, but that didn’t matter… I had nothing to fear. I knew how it would attack and behave; I had my reflexes, my mist, and my thunder.

	


	

	I had no reason to be scared, and that was what scared me. Riatna kept saying that I had been so brave and amazing; Dubart congratulated me, and he rarely had ever done that… I should have been proud, but catching wild animals was not something I should ever be happy to do!

	


	

	I was a noble Lady! I was ‘Princess’! I didn’t know a life outside a mansion or castle! If I had seen that… gross thing anywhere near me three days before, I would have screamed as loud as Fermina and ran away, scared out of my mind. That was what I was supposed to do! And no one had noticed!

	


	

	Dubart was wrong. That Aufelia, the real Aufelia, was dying.
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	Princess dismissed my plan to watch over her as she slept, her refusal laced with the quiet tremor of concealed fear. She confessed that the nightmares awaiting her behind closed eyes were too daunting a specter to confront just yet. It was an understandable concern—one I could not in good conscience argue against. A single additional sleepless night would not undo us.

	


	

	In an unexpected turn, Princess proposed that I rest instead, asserting that her sisters would require me sharp and vigilant come dawn. She offered to stand as our night’s sentinel, vowing to wake me at the slightest whisper of danger. Her reasoning was flawless, yet I found myself unwilling to surrender to slumber while my companion faced the darkness alone.

	


	

	Barely an hour passed, the two of us huddled close by the simmering cauldron, its heat warding off the cold night. Then, without warning, Princess broke. The composed facade she had held crumbled like brittle parchment in fire, and I saw in her the same vulnerability I had once shown her, weeping in her embrace after my brother's death. Now it was my turn to offer solace without demands or inquiries. I wrapped my arms around her and stroked her hair with slow, unconditional tenderness, waiting until her sobs dwindled into silence and she could piece together words once more.

	


	

	Her fears poured forth between gasps for breath—disjointed worries that her identity might be swallowed by Laurice’s memories. She clung to the idea of a ‘true’ Aufelia de Irchard, an untainted version of herself who might have acted differently, unmarked by these intrusive remnants of another’s life. Yet I had already anticipated these changes. They were inevitable but not perilous, merely a transition into something richer.

	


	

	“Princess, you must understand—Laurice’s knowledge will become yours over time. It shall not shatter who you are nor supplant your sense of self. Instead, it might reshape the way you view the world and act within it,” I murmured, cradling her against me as she sniffled, my hand threading gently through her soft hair.

	


	

	She clung stubbornly to the notion of an authentic self—the pure Aufelia who might have lived untouched by the life of Laurice. I listened, recalling how similar thoughts had once troubled me. The ‘true’ Dubart Cafligen had known nothing of the Path of Steel, could never be thought to sit atop a horse without slipping, and ignored the enigmatic customs of Gerdanina Juahtiv. He had no rapport with figures such as Kitaloran Dofoyet or Gurrow Lunatora. Yet Arkin’s memories, although not mine by origin, had left their imprint upon me.

	


	

	What mattered most was not that those experiences had belonged to Arkin, but that I had witnessed them firsthand, as though peering through the eyes of a clandestine spy. I remained Dubart, even while carrying the weight of those foreign recollections. In time, my own mastery of the sword surpassed Arkin’s; his knowledge served as a foundation I built upon until it was my own, no longer his.

	


	

	Princess, too, would follow a similar path. What Laurice had learned would soon be hers, not merely inherited but transformed through the prism of her own will. Every skill, every buried memory waiting to surface, would become a tool to wield as she saw fit. It was not a fate to fear—it was one to embrace. In time, she might unearth secrets that could shift the balance of power within the realm, treasures of knowledge we could exploit.

	


	❀


	

	Dubart didn’t understand. He was happy that I was becoming a… a… a trained assassin. I was proud of who I was before all this. I liked being delicate and a little vain. I liked being chaste and feminine. I liked my elegance. I liked my pastimes, my interests, and my personality. I loved myself. I loved seeing the green faces of envy of every young woman in the room when I entered. And I loved to love.

	


	

	I didn’t want to be an unthinking brute, covered in blood and mud and crap, like that boorish Lord Faringoth. I didn’t want to be a soldier in Dubart’s war, killing people without batting an eye, sacrificing infants like it was nothing, manipulating information, and keeping secrets like Laurice had. I had a good cry about it, and the only person around was Dubart, so his chest would have to do.

	


	

	I needed him badly because staying awake didn’t help at all. The next few hours were by far the worst years of my life.

	


	⦽


	

	The erratic nature of her condition defied reason. Since our stay at the inn in Traincine, the circumstances had remained constant, yet Princess had begun experiencing bewildering hallucinations of extraordinary intensity. Without any forewarning, she would rise as though called to some unseen stage, engaging in conversations with phantoms, as if performing the role of a heroine before an invisible audience. At times, she would clamber up trees with a wild agility, or leap onto the backs of our horses and attempt to ride away as if in flight from some unseen pursuer. More disconcertingly, she would mistake me for Kyolhan or, worse still, attack me with merciless intent, as if I were her sworn enemy.

	


	

	For the safety of her sisters, I was left with no choice but to forcibly lead her to a clearing, where I might address the situation without the risk of innocent bloodshed. My first thought was to invoke the Sigil of Forceful Sleep, yet to my dismay, it proved ineffective. Princess had developed a startling immunity to my mental hexerei—no overwriting or domination could subjugate her will. Even Mental Wall served only to slow her down rather than halt her entirely.

	


	

	Faced with this unsettling reality, I determined that my only course was to become whatever she needed in each passing moment. If she spoke to figures from her mind’s theatre, I would adopt their roles and play along. Should she flee, I would pretend to lose track of her, ensuring she would not stray far. And when she fought—intent upon spilling my blood—I fought back, subduing her as best I could. Yet even without the physical enhancements of a braidor, Princess proved a formidable adversary, wielding a cunning born of madness. My lack of experience in hand-to-hand combat placed me at a distinct disadvantage. Regardless of my vigilance on her, she found or fashioned weapons from her surroundings, drawing my blood more than once. A lesser fighter would have met his end at her hands.

	


	

	Attempts to immobilize her were in vain. Even bound with rope, she would undo the knots as though born to it. If I dared to tighten her restraints, she resorted to alarming measures, deliberately dislocating her wrists or shoulders in a bid to escape. I could not bear to subject my friend to such torments; for her sake, I was forced to allow her to roam free.

	


	

	It became apparent that she was reliving Laurice’s memories, though in no discernible order. We jumped haphazardly through time—moments from Laurice’s childhood, her years of training, her employment first under my brother and later under myself, even strange encounters with a shadowy individual to whom she appeared to pledge fealty. These episodes were fleeting, yet their duration varied wildly, rendering them as unpredictable as the memories they contained. When lucidity returned to her, Princess would break down, sobbing and screaming for aid, bewildered by the tumult within her mind.

	


	

	Though it was painful to watch the noble Lady under my care writhing in misery, kicking in tantrums, there was a grim satisfaction in it. Each time she wept, it confirmed that Princess still existed within that maelstrom, enduring the ordeal, clinging to her sense of self. Yet her transformation was not purely mental. A portion of her hair—about one-eighth of the right side, near her brow—had turned snow-white, and though it might have been my imagination, her complexion seemed paler than before.

	


	

	Containing her took a physical toll, comparable to an intensive training session with Lieutenant Gradmore, though mercifully, it did not last the entire night. Well before dawn, she slipped into a brief moment of clarity, collapsing onto the cold grass, her body shivering and drenched in tears. I remained vigilant, prepared for yet another violent outburst, but it never came. Instead, she lay on her back, disheveled and broken, calling my name over and over, her voice hoarse and ragged.

	


	

	“Dubart! Dubart! Dubart!” she gurgled, as if desperate to anchor herself in reality.

	


	

	“I am here, Princess.” I knelt beside her and clasped her trembling hand, though my caution remained intact. Braidors had a propensity to resort to trickery, and I dared not lower my guard entirely.

	


	

	“Am I dead?” she whispered, her voice cracking with sorrow, as though mourning her own existence.

	


	

	“No, you are alive,” I assured her, squeezing her hand to let her feel the warmth of both our skins. “I promise you, Princess, you are still here.”

	


	

	“I… I am me, right?” she asked, bewilderment clouding her tear-streaked face.

	


	

	“You are Aufelia de Irchard,” I affirmed without hesitation, “The Prettiest Flower in Irghumin, whom I fondly call ‘Princess’, second daughter of Nestimor de Irchard and Ramiscena Luparon, known as The Flower Couple.” I knew the importance of hearing one’s identity spoken aloud; it was a kindness I wished someone had extended to me when I first awakened in this body.

	


	

	“How… how long has it been?” she faltered, struggling to form coherent thoughts. Her expressions twisted and shifted, as though she were practicing them before a mirror. There were prolonged pauses between her inquiries.

	


	

	“It has been about half the night,” I replied gently. “You still have time to rest.”

	


	

	“Half a night since when?” she asked, her words halting as confusion clouded her mind. “I mean… how long have I been like this? Or… no… I mean…” She trailed off, unable to articulate the full depth of her disorientation, though I understood. She feared she had lost far more time than she actually had.

	


	

	“It is the fourteenth sun of the Mid Stage of Winter, in the year eight hundred and four,” I said slowly, enunciating each word, allowing her to repeat after me.

	


	

	“Still Winter? Still eight-oh-four?” she whispered, her brow furrowing in disbelief. This action alone spoke volumes. Her spacial confusion was beyond concerning; I was finding it progressively more difficult to draw parallels between Arkin’s and Laurice’s assimilation.

	


	

	“Yes,” I said softly, offering her my steadying hand. Her fingers, though shaky, clung to mine as I helped her rise to her feet. “Come, Princess. You need a change of clothes and some rest.”

	


	

	Her dress, already tattered from our many skirmishes, was beyond salvage. I would find her something fresh to wear, and perhaps—if fortune favored us—she might find a few hours of peace.

	


	

	She allowed me to guide her, though it did not escape my notice that every motion she made seemed subtly altered. At first, her steps were hesitant, her limbs unsteady, as though she were unfamiliar with her own body. Yet she adapted with unnerving swiftness. What began as faltering steps evolved into movements marked by a preternatural grace. Even within the stillness of the night, her footsteps grew silent, and her actions became deliberate and measured, almost as if governed by an instinct not her own. Her breathing, once labored, settled into an eerie calm, as did the rhythm of her heartbeat, as if she were consciously controlling both to a degree that defied ordinary human capability.

	


	

	With a subdued air, Princess slipped into her tent to change. I busied myself in the meantime, preparing two brews. The ability to summon heat instantly with Artalar had revolutionized my alchemical methods, allowing me to boil water in moments. By the time she emerged, dressed anew but still carrying the heavy pall of her ordeal, I held out a cup, already filled with the concoction.

	


	

	“This is something of an experiment,” I explained as I passed the steaming tea into her waiting hands. She accepted it without resistance, though her gaze remained distant. “It is, at its core, Almeda tea. However, I have added fredar and cardamom to slow the absorption of its active compounds. You may not recall, but you have expended a staggering amount of lifespark, Princess,” I warned her gently. “A headache like nothing you have experienced since the aftermath of our fight against Arkin is approaching. My hope is that this brew will ease the symptoms before they overwhelm you.”

	


	

	She brought the cup to her lips after inhaling its scent, but her expression betrayed no relief. “It doesn’t matter,” she murmured, her words slow and languid. “Pain… doesn’t matter anymore.” Her voice trembled, thick with unspoken despair. “You could stab me, and I wouldn’t flinch…” A sob caught in her throat, and she stared into my eyes with a look that hollowed my very soul. “I do not know… if I want to live anymore, Dubart.”

	


	

	“Princess, what are you saying?” I shot to my feet and seized her by the arms. Her mist was depleted; she had no strength to resist me. “How can you say such things? There is so much for you to live for! Your sisters need you!”

	


	

	Her eyes drifted out of focus, as though gazing far beyond me, into some distant landscape only she could see. “I am tired,” she whispered, her voice as faint as a dying breeze. “I have done… terrible things. Hurt so many…”

	


	

	“That was not you!” I exclaimed, shaking her, as though sheer force could banish the dark thoughts from her mind. “What you saw were not your own actions but memories—scenes from Laurice’s life, unfolding as if on a stage. Princess, do you believe it was truly me who tormented you all those times by calling you ‘little chamber-maiden’? Do you think it was I, Dubart, who tripped you in the hallways? Who spread slander to humiliate you? Who encouraged others to taunt you with cruel names?”

	


	

	She did not respond, but a slow shake of her head told me that she understood—or at least wanted to.

	


	

	“Then follow that same reasoning,” I pressed on, tightening my grip just enough to anchor her. “You cannot hold yourself accountable for the actions of Laurice. Whatever harm she wrought, it was not you who delivered it. You are not Laurice, Princess. You are Aufelia de Irchard. No one else.”

	


	

	“W-what’s with all that noise…”

	


	

	Rascal poked her head groggily out of the tent, her wild mane sticking up like a patch of untamed weeds. She yawned, her voice still thick with sleep, her nightgown rumpled and askew.

	


	

	“Rascal! Fetch Fermina! And come yourself—quickly!” I ordered without hesitation.

	


	

	“Y-yes!” Rascal stammered, though her years of experience had prepared her well for unexpected crises. She disappeared into the tent, moving with a sudden urgency that belied her earlier lethargy.

	


	

	Though it was inconsiderate of me to rouse them from much-needed rest, I had no choice. The gravity of Princess’s condition outweighed all other concerns. There are moments when even the most capable among us must acknowledge the limits of his or her abilities, and in this moment, I was more than willing to cede the task to others. I did not know what lay behind the vacant stare that had overtaken Princess, but perhaps—just perhaps—Fermina and Rascal could uncover what I could not.

	


	❀


	

	The year was 799. It was my first mission outside Highsummit Manor, and I was not going to disappoint the Master.

	


	

	I had never left Irghumin before. Training had prepared me for different combat zones, but the Eastern Empire was warmer than I expected, even in winter. The dry air stung, and the night winds carried the scent of sand and stone as we moved quietly above the empty streets.

	


	

	One zekidor was not enough for this mission. Valdi, a more experienced braidor, was leading us. We had two ceecedors under us, and we were escorting Drealg, a non-combatant with a rare talent.

	


	

	“Laurice, the window is right there,” Valdi said, pointing it out. “We will keep the guards outside busy, but you will not have any support. If you spot either of the two threats, retreat and signal.”

	


	

	“Understood,” I said back. That was more for the ceecedors than for me. They had been briefed five days earlier, but it was risky to assume they remembered everything. A braidor would.

	


	

	The plan was clear. Wait for the east-facing guard to be neutralized. Exploit the vulnerable entry point. Confirm that the two targets were not present. Eliminate any personnel that could spot Drealg. Regroup with Valdi at the agreed point. Guard her while she opened the secret entrance. Escort Drealg inside. Disarm any traps or alarms. Confirm the safety of the location. Protect Drealg while he reviewed the document we came to copy.

	


	

	It went smoother than expected. We had prepared for much worse.

	


	

	The secret entrance led to a dungeon hidden behind a false wall—more a cave than a proper structure, with stale air and no light except what we carried. The guards were capable but not exceptional. The alarm system was exactly what the briefing described. No traps. The lowest chamber behind the inner gate had a shelf with the document waiting on a stand.

	


	

	The chamber was unremarkable at first glance, carved directly into the stone, with smooth but uneven walls, feeling like a natural cave that had been repurposed. Air was thick. The place had not been touched by sunlight or fresh wind in centuries. Dust coated every surface, dulling the iron gate we had forced open and settling on the worn shelves that lined the walls, all filled with scrolls and parchment in states of decay.

	


	

	“Stay sharp,” Valdi warned. She felt the same as I did—too easy.

	


	

	We were proven right the moment Drealg touched the parchment. The gate behind us slammed shut with a thud. Valdi grabbed Drealg immediately. Keeping him alive was top priority. The rest of us drew our weapons and moved into open space to act as bait.

	


	

	The tactic worked. One of the ceecedors was lifted off the ground and hurled into a wall. Stone spikes and arms emerged from the wall, impaling and crushing him. He did not last long. An acceptable sacrifice.

	


	

	At least now we knew what we were dealing with. Sahirs.

	


	

	Valdi threw a knife at the first one she spotted, but the wind blew it off course.

	


	

	The sahirs wore full robes, their faces hidden except for their cold, lifeless eyes. The Emperor preferred thaumaturges to those who practiced the Artan Legacy. These sahirs specialized in controlling specific materials: one did air, the other stone.

	


	

	They were more predictable than magians, but that did not make them less dangerous. They did not use illusions or mental attacks, so we could not resist them the way we would against magians.

	


	

	The air sahir lifted me, suspending me midair. I threw every knife I had, knowing I was about to die. Before they could finish me off, the other ceecedor jumped in and distracted them, saving me. Like the first, he was crushed against the wall.

	


	

	It made sense—a braidor is more valuable than a ceecedor. I ran to hide. I was not experienced enough to fight them. Valdi had to take the lead, or at least guide me. Fighting them head-on was not an option; escape was our only chance.

	


	

	Valdi and I used the pillars and bookcases to stay out of sight, tapping walls to communicate, jumping around the room with lightning. The gate was locked, and Valdi said this way that she could not fit through any of the gaps. The sahirs had not seen Drealg, so Valdi decided to disguise him in her clothes. We would let the sahirs think they killed both of us.

	


	

	Valdi would stay hidden and retrieve the parchment once the sahirs believed all intruders were dead. The plan was costly, but it was the best we had. Drealg was valuable, and I had been expensive to train, but Valdi’s priority was getting the document back to the Master.

	


	

	We coordinated the move. Drealg could not know we meant to sacrifice him. I led the sahirs to the corner near the gate, dodging their attacks. Their thaumaturgy worked like arrows—they had to land their attacks before they could manipulate a surface, and I kept moving to avoid them.

	


	

	The stone sahir shattered every pillar I hid behind, narrowing my options.

	


	

	Valdi gave the signal. Drealg, now dressed in her clothes, was ready. I dodged one last air blast and ran to him. The plan was to jump behind cover together and let the sahirs strike us, leaving behind two mangled bodies for them to find.

	


	

	I hugged Drealg, making him think I was protecting him. I peeked out to draw their attention, bracing myself for death for the second time.

	


	

	Then, without warning, the sahirs dropped like puppets with their strings cut.

	


	

	Their heads rolled on the ground, severed cleanly from their bodies.

	


	

	“Valdi, Laurice, present yourselves at once,” a voice ordered.

	


	

	It was the Master.

	


	

	We obeyed immediately. I released Drealg and stepped into the open. The figure of the Master was in front of me; I kneeled. His sword was unsheathed, and I could feel the traces of thunder coming from it. How did he…?

	


	

	“Drealg, join them. And, Valdi—cover yourself,” the Master ordered. “Such impropriety does not please me.”

	


	

	Drealg came from behind the bookcase; he could barely move in Valdi’s clothes.

	


	

	“Yes, Master!” Valdi replied, stripping one of the sahirs for their robe. I had never seen her naked before, so I had not noticed that she had a vertical scar running across the top of her pelvis, one I recognized. It was the mark of an abdominal birth. Impossible. Braidors were sterile.

	


	

	The Master sheathed his sword—perfectly clean, not a drop of blood on it.

	


	

	“How much longer must I endure this delay? The document. Read the document, you witless imbecile!” the Master barked, stomping once.

	


	

	Drealg flinched. “R-right away, my liege!” He shuffled to the stand, hands shaking, and skimmed the parchment.

	


	

	The Master tapped his foot, impatient. “Well? Have you concluded your examination?” he asked.

	


	

	Drealg had the rare talent of being able to memorize anything he had seen only once, no matter how long ago or how complex. It was as if he could make a painting out of anything he had seen in his life inside his mind.

	


	

	“I… I did, my liege. I’ll be able to make as many copies as you want, but… there must be a mistake! My liege, you have to look at this!” Drealg fretted and brought the parchment over to be examined by the Master.

	


	

	I caught a glimpse of it. There was no text or writing, no code. The parchment was as if someone had used it to clean inks of several colors, full of scribbles and stains.

	


	

	“There is no error. This is the object of my pursuit,” the Master declared and returned the scroll. “Replace it precisely as you found it. Do not burden yourself with shame—your ignorance was anticipated. The author of this cipher intended it to elude the ordinary mind. Now tell me: can you replicate it in exacting detail?”

	


	

	“Down to the intensity of the ink and the faded stains, Milord,” Drealg hurried to kneel before the Master after returning the parchment to its stand. “I don’t know how this relates to the Ritual of the Transcendent Soul, but that is why I’m only a humble servant. I’m sure Milord’s privileged mind and eyes can see what I cannot.”

	


	

	The Master laughed. “Me? Decipher such a puzzle? Do not be absurd. Only a mind touched by the rarest of gifts can unlock its secrets. In the annals of Irghumin, only one such prodigy has ever emerged—my son,” he said with theatrical pride. I had never seen the Master so happy.

	


	

	“M-master Kyolhan? Truly?” Drealg wondered aloud. It soured the Master’s mood.

	


	

	“That feckless fool who shall never amount to anything? Spare me your tasteless jests,” the Master replied. “No—my true son. The one fit to bear my name. The one who is not an embarrassment.”

	


	

	“Oh…” Drealg exclaimed in surprise. “B-but that only leaves… Y-you can’t mean… the other one, Milord? I-I was not aware he could even read. Or speak. Or move. That poor boy is barely alive, isn’t he?”

	


	

	Something happened. I didn’t know what; it was too fast for me to see, but I felt it with my mist. It was faster than lightning. Whatever it was, Drealg’s right ear fell off the side of his head, and it took a moment for him to realize he had been cut. He held the injury, which had just started to bleed, falling to his knees and containing a scream of pain by biting his lips.

	


	

	“My son is perfect the way he is! Do you hear me, you pathetic worm? Perfect!” the Master asserted, and he sheathed his sword again.

	


	⦽


	

	I had never witnessed Fermina in such a state of fury. Though she did not strike me, her posture conveyed her intention with perfect clarity. Princess’s sudden collapse into depression had, predictably, been attributed to my misjudgment. In my misguided attempt to shield her from absorbing memories too rapidly, I had forced her to remain awake, inadvertently intensifying the vividness and disorientation of her visions. Had I allowed her to rest, she would have endured a night plagued by nightmares and intermittent awakenings—but that ordeal might have spared her mind a far deeper strain.

	


	

	Morning light filtered through the canopy, signaling the arrival of day, yet the camp remained untouched. The tent stood in place to offer Princess the rest I had so thoughtlessly denied her. Its thick fabric served as a veil between us; Fermina had barred me from further interaction. She and Rascal took turns, each ensuring Princess was never left unattended, and from Rascal’s gentle reports, it was evident that our departure would be delayed for an indefinite period.

	


	

	Time was a concern only to myself. A meeting with Lady Quitzel could not be delayed much further without consequence, yet I had resolved that Princess was my foremost priority. Provisions were plentiful—game abounded, and with a keen eye and the assistance of stormpulse, I could track creatures to hone the precision of my Sigil of Magnetic Repulsion. I sought to perfect the art of repelling small metallic objects with exactitude, employing them as projectiles. Regrettably, fresh vegetables were scarce, limited to the rations we had brought along, but a carnivorous diet was not an unsurmountable sacrifice.

	


	

	A creek lay less than two hundred strides south, ensuring our water supply. The horses grazed freely; though they required oats while bearing our burdens, grass would suffice during this period of inactivity. As for safety, the dense thickets concealed us well. Arrogant as it may seem, I could not imagine any bandit force posing a threat substantial enough to unsettle us.

	


	

	I kept myself occupied with myriad tasks, for idleness did nothing other than foster my restlessness. My initial design of the Sigil of Searing Lash had been woefully inefficient—the incantation cumbersome, the activation unreliable and wasteful, and the underlying equation unnecessarily convoluted. Improvements were necessary. I worked on refining the insulating layer around my arms to mitigate the sigil’s backlash, and I sought ways to reduce its energy consumption. Though I carried ample parchment, a creeping fear of depletion led me to scratch calculations into the earth, reserving ink only for finalized conclusions.

	


	

	Patrolling the area fell among my duties, and whenever Rascal was free from Fermina’s supervision, I would seize the opportunity to engage in conversation, however brief. Silence weighed heavily during meals, and Fermina, understandably, had no desire to speak with me.

	


	

	Four days passed without significant change. Gregoran and I returned to camp after a successful hunt, the dog far more adept at locating prey than I. With his help, we had secured quail and rabbit for the evening meal. I left the game beside the stump where we usually prepared food, only to find Rascal deeply absorbed in sketching on a sheet of my parchment with borrowed charcoal. She was so engrossed in her work that she failed to notice our approach until we stood but a few paces away.

	


	

	“Ah! Dubart, you’re back!” she greeted me with a slight sigh, her spirits low. “Do you mind if I use some of your stuff to draw?” she asked,  seeking permission only after indulging in the act.

	


	

	“By all means!” I answered, spreading my arms wide in approval. Gregoran scampered to lie at her feet, content to be near his Mistress. “May I see what you have created?”

	


	

	“Well… I’m not as good at this as you…” she murmured shyly, but she handed over the paper regardless.

	


	

	“That is Castle Draggaz,” I remarked without hesitation, recognizing the unmistakable silhouette of its four towers and imposing gate. She had rendered the same view I remembered from the window of the inn where we had lodged in Traincine. It was a faithful depiction.

	


	

	Her face lit up at my recognition. “Yes, yes, it is!” she exclaimed with delighted enthusiasm. “Do you like it?”

	


	

	Before such an innocent and earnest smile, how could anyone offer anything other than praise? “Of course. It is lovely, just as the artist herself.”

	


	

	Rascal giggled, easily pleased by the compliment. “I want to show it to Aufelia! Maybe we can draw together next time!” she declared hopefully, though her cheer faltered into a wistful sigh. “I just wish she would snap out of it already.”

	


	

	Rascal’s demuring aside, it was fortunate she had brought over a topic I desperately needed to discuss. “How is she doing? Has there been any changes?” I ventured to quiz her.

	


	

	Her curls shook left and right. “No, no changes since yesterday. The visions have stopped, and she’s not talking like Laurice anymore, but she still says that she’s… confused. That she has to think stuff over. I don’t know what it means. At least she’s stopped saying those terrible things from before.” Rascal shuddered at the thought.

	


	

	“Your sister is the bravest, strongest woman I know,” I assured her, handing back the sketch. “That was merely a fleeting moment of weakness. Princess shall return, I promise.” The conviction in my voice belied the uncertainty gnawing within. Ah! How I longed for the ingredients to brew a few vials of Rasticon to assist Princess in her moment of need! My careless words, well-meaning as they were, had dampened the mood.

	


	

	We had exhausted our supply of dried fruits, and my lack of skill as a forager had left us without any berries or sweeteners. As I pondered how to restore the happy girl to her usual self, Rascal reminded me that she needed no assistance in finding joy.

	


	

	“Greg, go fetch!” she commanded suddenly, breaking the somber silence. She flung a stick for the eager dog, who bounded after it with enthusiasm. Gregoran returned promptly, demanding praise by attempting to climb onto her lap. “No! Greg! I’m sorry, you’re too heavy now…” Rascal laughed as she pushed him away, though the dog persisted with relentless affection. “Ah! You’re such a baby!” she teased, standing and attempting to lift him in her arms. Though the pup had grown considerably, she managed to hoist him briefly, spinning in place. “Weeee!” she cried in triumph, though she could not sustain the effort for long and set him down after two unsteady rotations.

	


	

	“It is quite the large breed,” I remarked, barely suppressing a chuckle as I caught her before she lost her balance. Gregoran, now in his juvenile stage, easily outweighed half his Mistress’ slight frame.

	


	

	“He got so big so fast!” she lamented, brushing dirt from her clothing as she stood upright. She offered me a grateful nod for my assistance. “Greg was really small when he arrived,” she mused with a nostalgic sigh. I could attest to the truth of her words—after all, I had been the one to… liberate him. While it was true that the dog had chosen to follow me, I had never bothered to determine if an owner mourned his absence.  “I would carry him in my arms all day back then. Now? I can barely lift him!” she pouted, frustrated.

	


	

	“Allow me to assist,” I offered with a bow, producing a card with a deft flourish. “Draldevic!” I intoned, pressing the card to Gregoran’s forehead. The sudden invocation startled him slightly. “Now, why not try again?” I suggested with a smile.

	


	

	“Is this… the thing you did back at the tower? When I jumped out of it?” Rascal recalled the Sigil of Lightness and eagerly began to implement my proposal. She lifted the dog as though he were once more a newborn puppy, which only heightened the poor creature’s alarm. The dog whined piteously, but his Mistress, too exhilarated to notice, carried on with her characteristic enthusiasm. “Ah! He doesn’t weigh anything!” she exclaimed. But the unfortunate animal found no solace in her glee. “Greg! Look! I can lift you! I can lift you!”

	


	

	She spun the poor dog effortlessly, even tossing him high above her head, only to catch him again midair. Laughter erupted, pure and unrestrained, as she treated the terrified hound like a plaything.

	


	

	“One moment—Draldevic!” I swiftly refreshed the enchantment before calamity could ensue. The duration had improved significantly since my earliest experiments with the hexerei, though it remained woefully brief.

	


	

	Rascal continued her antics until she noticed, at last, the dog’s misery. “Oh! I’m sorry, Greg! You’re fine, you’re fine. No crying. There you go, run along!” she said apologetically, setting him down. The frightened beast wasted no time scurrying under the wagon, his tail tucked securely between his legs. Rascal slumped in chagrin, offering a sheepish excuse. “I, uh… I got a little too excited. He’ll forgive me after a while.”

	


	

	“Perhaps to atone,” I suggested with a mischievous grin, taking a step forward and twirling a card between my fingers, “I should show you how it felt from his perspective.”

	


	

	Her eyes lit up at once. “You mean…” She needed no further prompting to understand my intention.

	


	

	“Yes. Exactly,” I confirmed.

	


	

	“Do it! Do it!” she cried with delight, clapping her hands as she bounced in place. “Dubart, do it!”

	


	

	“Rascal, it is high time for you to learn how to fly! Draldevic!” With a dramatic flourish, I cast the hexerei.

	


	

	Rascal surrendered herself to my hands—I held her like a javelin and hurled her skyward. She shrieked, startled, but instinctively extended her arms as though they were wings. Higher and higher she soared, surpassing the tallest trees we had encountered on the road—ascending almost to the height of the very castle she had so recently sketched.

	


	

	“Catch me! Catch me!” she cried, her voice tinged with exhilaration and fear. Yet her anxiety was unfounded; as soon as the upward momentum ceased, her descent was as gentle as that of a feather.

	


	

	The effects faded while she was still airborne but much closer to the ground. I had anticipated the moment, catching her with ease as she drifted into my waiting arms. She wrapped her arms around my neck and clung to me tightly, her heart still racing from the thrill.

	


	

	“That was scary!” she whimpered, though a mischievous smile hinted at her delight. “Again! Do it again!”

	


	

	I would have been only too happy to oblige, but fortune denied us a second attempt. The gleeful shrieks Rascal had emitted were enough to summon her ever-watchful sister.

	


	

	Fermina appeared, finding Rascal in my arms, clinging to me as though her life depended on it.

	


	

	“Ah! Fermina, you see… This is not what it looks like!” I said, scrambling to prevent any misunderstanding. “It was only a game—allow me to explain.”

	


	

	Fermina’s expression was stern, and her gaze passed over me as though I were invisible. “Riatna, I need you to watch over your sister,” she ordered curtly, her tone leaving no room for argument. “Now. If you get hungry or tired, call.”

	


	

	Rascal squirmed in my arms, and I reluctantly set her down. “Y-yes… I’ll do that,” she stammered, glancing at me with a guilty expression before scampering back to the tent.

	


	

	Fermina stood with arms crossed, her head tilted slightly, as though weighing whether to demand an explanation from me. I took it as an invitation to speak. “You see, Rascal and I were—”

	


	

	“Oh, I saw.” Her interruption was sharp and cold. “I am not blind, Dubart. It was hard to miss her falling from a hundred strides up in the air. I nearly fainted. Thank you for that.”

	


	

	“The activity was perfectly safe!” I interjected quickly. “Rascal was in no danger. I am a seddeveri. Blocking arrows with a sword is mere routine for me. Compared to that, catching someone falling slowly-”

	


	

	“I don’t remember asking for your poor, tiring excuses,” Fermina snapped, her unyielding gaze fixed upon me. “Aufelia is struggling. I am busy, and the last thing we both need is to be scared by your dangerous stunts. Riatna is naive, and you are abusing her good nature to use her as a toy. What am I supposed to do if I can’t even trust you’ll behave while I’m inside the tent?”

	


	

	Her finger wagged before me like a blade poised to strike.

	


	

	“It is precisely in difficult times that we must seek joy,” I countered, refusing to yield. Fermina could not be allowed to forbid Rascal from playing with me—such a loss would be unacceptable.

	


	

	“Don’t you think I know what is happening?” she retorted, her voice soft but laden with meaning. “I spent enough time around Lord Chrisostumus to know how you magians think. You are not trying to make Riatna happy—you are using her to test your hexerei. It’s all an experiment for you, isn’t it?”

	


	

	The accusation stung, genuinely offending me. “I am nothing like him!” I declared vehemently, making an emphatic gesture that caused her to flinch. “Never would I treat any of you in such a manner! Your concerns about my conduct are valid, Fermina, but do not doubt for a moment that you and your sisters are dear to me. Nothing matters more to me than your safety and well-being.”

	


	

	“Admirable words, Dubart, but they’re only that—words,” she murmured, drawing closer. Her piercing blue eyes, at hand’s reach, shimmered with fury. “You’ve nearly killed Aufelia twice. You endangered Riatna for the sake of ‘joy’. How do you want me to believe you? Your Artan Legacy and your theurgy, all your arcana is for your own enjoyment or self-aggrandizement!”

	


	

	The weight of her rebuke was undeniable, and I knew I had to concede something. Yet I was not finished. One truth remained to be revealed.

	


	

	“Not everything is selfish indulgence,” I said quietly, beginning to unbutton my waistcoat and loosen my shirt.

	


	

	“Dubart!” she protested, swiftly averting her gaze, shutting her eyes tightly, and lifting a hand between us as if it were a ward. “I have told you before! When you are not properly dressed, it makes me uncomfortable!”

	


	

	“I apologize, but it will be quicker if you open your eyes. I only need you to take a brief look,” I coaxed, infusing my tone with as much gentleness as possible, striving not to alarm her.

	


	

	Reluctantly, she cracked one eye open, squinting suspiciously before daring to open the other. If Princess had been prudish when I first encountered her, Fermina embodied prudence in a manner far exceeding all reason. Yet for all her discomfort, Fermina was shrewd, keen-eyed, and observant. I knew the moment of recognition when it came—it was unmistakable. Her eyes widened, her features betraying both disbelief and intrigue.

	


	

	“What happened to your scar? You had a huge scar just there when you did that ritual with the mirrors! I remember,” she expressed, puzzled, suddenly unbothered by my lack of upper garments.

	


	

	“Somaforge,” I responded with deliberate brevity, though the nature of the explanation warranted more detail. “Magians often alter their physical forms, but they take great pains to keep this practice shrouded in secrecy. Whenever they modify themselves, they employ this technique to erase all evidence. No matter how extensive the scar, no matter how long it has lingered, the mark vanishes entirely, leaving no trace whatsoever.”

	


	

	I could see the flickering comprehension in her expression, the dawning realization of the full import behind my words. “Y-you mean to say you could…?”

	


	

	“Yes, I can heal you.” I spoke softly, my tone measured but resolute. “I care nothing for my own appearance, Fermina. I learned this solely for your sake, and I shall consider it a privilege to demonstrate it whenever you wish. The thought of what you endured at the hands of that woman gnaws at me relentlessly, an agony that I carry with me.”

	


	

	Her brief admiration turned abruptly to reproach, and she shrank away from me, avoiding both my eyes and my presence as if I were a specter. “Dubart, you know better than to mention that.” Her voice wavered, weighed down by old wounds. “Just because we discussed it before does not give you the right to make me relive it whenever you please.”

	


	

	“And that,” I pressed, determined to be heard, “is precisely why I need you to accept this gift. I want you to forget. I want you to never have to think of it again, not even once.”

	


	

	She shifted her weight nervously, her hands clasping and unclasping as if uncertain whether to trust herself—or me. “Y-you are not tricking me, are you?” she asked, her voice hesitant, her tone guarded. This is not so I forgive you or to experiment on me. You did it on yourself first. Y-you’re telling the truth, right? C-can you really… make them go away?”

	


	

	Her voice faltered, the weight of hope nearly unbearable, and she still could not meet my gaze.

	


	

	“It will be as though they never existed,” I vowed, my voice imbued with the solemnity of an oath. “I swear it.”

	


	⦽


	

	I understood all too well how excruciating this ordeal was for Fermina. The unease radiating from her—palpable in every shiver, every shift—betrayed the constant discomfort she fought to suppress as she lay face down on the wagon floor, her body exposed save for the strip of cloth protecting her modesty below. Her uneasiness was not rooted solely in shame over nudity but in the significance of the deep, crimson welts that marred her back—marks of cruelty carved into her skin by hands unworthy of life. Fermina had never needed to tell me that she had hidden these wounds even from her sisters; it was apparent in every fiber of her reluctant, guarded posture. They still ached, she had confessed, and pressing against them brought her pain.

	


	

	The shame, the powerlessness, the unfairness, the indignation—it all came back as I felt the tender, damaged skin under my fingertips.

	


	

	“She must pay,” I muttered through clenched teeth, biting back the sting of tears. Yet I forced myself to blink them away; precision was paramount, and I could not afford blurred vision during such a delicate procedure.

	


	

	I assembled my tools methodically: a fine brush, ink, a silver knife, a stylus of opal, another of iron, water, and a vial of aqua regia. Each tool had a purpose, each step a calculated move toward healing.

	


	

	“Will it hurt?” Fermina's voice wavered with fear, her body trembling slightly beneath my touch.

	


	

	“No. Tuliveer.” I traced the Sigil of Anesthesia onto the small of her back with practiced ease. Without its numbing effect, the process of skinmelding would be agony beyond endurance.

	


	

	Skinmelding—the cornerstone of somaforge—required the dissolution of damaged tissue and the reshaping of surrounding skin. Without it, any attempt at modification would result in an unnatural appearance, but when executed correctly, the result was seamless. The art lay in annihilating ruined skin structures, stretching the neighboring tissue, and borrowing from adjacent areas. After sufficient recovery, the skin would regain its natural tone as if the injuries had never existed.

	


	

	The first step required heating the iron stylus until it glowed red-hot. This would be used to etch the boundaries of the afflicted area, ensuring that the aqua regia would only dissolve the targeted tissue while sparing the untouched skin beyond. Once the lines were drawn, I carefully applied the corrosive liquid. The flesh hissed and smoked under its touch, and I knew this sight alone would terrify Fermina—hence my insistence that she keep her eyes shut.
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